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Introduction
Food industry is an important segment of manufacturing industry. Food production includes (SORS, 2017): production of biscuits, cookies, preserved pastry goods and cakes, production of cocoa, chocolate, and confectionery products, processing and
In addition to a large number of foreign and domestic authors who explore factors that directly or indirectly affect the financial performance and its improvement in food industry, i.e. confectionery industry, for further practical improvement in this area in the Republic of Serbia, examples of good practice are of special importance, which especially refers to domestic companies with a long tradition and exceptional quality in the production of food products, such as Soko Štark, Bambi-Požarevac, Swisslion, earlier Takovo-Gornji Milanovac, and others. Hence, the research subject in this paper is profitability of food industry companies in the Republic of Serbia. The research objective is to determine whether food industry, i.e. confectionery industry in the Republic of Serbia, is in the growth phase, expressed by profitability dynamics of companies in the previous four-year period, i.e. from 2013 to 2016. The starting hypothesis is that reputable companies in confectionery industry in the Republic of Serbia recorded profitability growth in the observed period.
The work is structured in several parts. The first part gives a theoretical background on the assessment of food industry in the European Union, the USA, post-socialist countries, and the Republic of Serbia. The second part describes the research method, followed by research results and discussion. Finally, conclusion follows, with specified limitations and future research directions.
Theoretical background
Manufacturing industry is at a maturity phase, going through a turbulent period, due to the growing global requirements regarding food safety, quantity, and the like (EntrenaDurán, 2015). In addition, confectionery industry faces many challenges. The global market for confectionery products is experiencing moderate growth. The growth of this market is expected to accelerate over the period 2016-2021. Chocolate is the most dominant product of the global confectionery market, with around 55% of the total market value. Sugar confectionery products account for 31.9% of the confectionery market. Europe occupies 38.4% of global market of confectionery products, Asia-Pacific 24.2%, USA 23.6%, Middle East 1.9%, and the rest of the world 11.8%. Mondelez International, Inc. is the leader on the global confectionery market, with 14.2% of market share, followed by Mars, Incorporated with 14%, Nestlé S.A. with 8.7%, The Hershey Company with 5.9%, and others with 57.3% (Market Line, 2017b) . The European confectionery market is also experiencing moderate growth and is expected to accelerate its development. Germany occupies 17.7% of the European market of confectionery products, the United Kingdom 14.5%, France 11.3%, Italy 9.0%, Spain 4.9%, and the rest of Europe 42.6% (Market Line, 2017a). The European Union's food industry is generally competitive on the global stage and produces healthy and safe high-quality food.
Bearing in mind the importance of food industry, i.e. confectionery industry, both globally and at the level of Europe, i.e. the EU and the Republic of Serbia, there are numerous studies in this area, especially when it comes to financial performance and its improvement. Baker (2003) studies several manufacturing industry entities in order to examine the relationship between financial strategic planning and financial performance. He analyzes different companies in the manufacturing sector: pastry, confectionery, dairy products, jams, jellies and spreads, preserved and frozen vegetables. The most frequently used indicators, such as return on assets (ROA), return on equity (ROE), and return on sales (ROS) are taken as indicators of financial performance. The research results have shown that formal strategic planning is a tool that can be used to increase financial performance of a wide range of food products. This is in line with most studies confirming positive correlation between strategic planning and performance. Grigg & Walls (2007) study the development of statistical thinking to improve food industry performance. The authors find that statistical quality control methods (SQC) are of EP 2018 (65) 1 (11-32) Violeta Domanović, Milica Vujičić, Lela Ristić great importance for this industry. Lyons & Ma'aram (2014) examine the multiple supply chain strategy in food industry. They point out that thorough understanding of supply chain management (SCM) is crucial to achieving and maintaining competitive advantage. They conclude that, in order to achieve the best possible performance, it is necessary to establish a strong link between supply chain strategy, business strategy, and market requirements. Saitone & Sexton (2017) study concentration and consolidation in the food supply chain, with particular reference to implications for consumers, farmers, and policy makers in the United States. The authors point out that modern global food system faces the challenges of feeding the population, with an increasing number of food products expected in many highly concentrated industries. In addition, the food system is characterized by growing vertical coordination between different phases and participants. The authors evaluate food sector performance from the standpoint of contemporary challenges and discuss implications of various food industry policy proposals. Their focus is on sectors downstream from the farm, i.e. food processing, distribution, and retailing. Pervan & Mlikota (2013) discuss what determines the profitability of companies, highlighting the case of food and beverage industry in Croatia. The authors emphasize that food and beverage industry is an important segment of any economy. In addition, they explain that company profitability is always in the interest of both academics and business people, especially with the aim of discovering the main factors that affect the business success of the company. The authors also introduce and test a profitability model that includes structural factors and factors specific to a particular company. Szymanski, Gorton & Hubbard (2007) perform a comparative analysis of company performance in post-socialist countries, specifically in the food industry in Poland. They compare the performance of companies with different equity structure, taking return on total assets (ROTA) as the performance indicator. The results show that the type of ownership is a significant determinant of company profitability. The Polish experience can be very instructive for other postsocialist countries. Dalton (2015) analyzes the perception of confectionery consumers on the market of the Republic of Serbia, based on a case study. Given a large number of domestic and foreign confectionery products on the market of the Republic of Serbia, the author emphasizes that it is important to evaluate the position of significant products and to formulate the appropriate strategy for the future development of this area.
Research method
In order to test the starting hypothesis, a case study of food industry companies is Soko Štark is part of Atlantic Group, a multinational company that combines production, development, sale, and distribution of consumer goods in its business, with presence on the markets of more than 30 countries around the world. This synergy within a large business system has enabled the opening of new markets, stronger distribution, better positioning and placement -which is the basis for further development of Štark and Atlantic Group as a whole. Investing in well-known brands, some of which have significant potential, contributes to the creation of value added and ambitious business plans. Continuous technological advancement and marketing activities serve the purpose of constant innovation, monitoring, and application of modern trends in the field of technology and relations with the market and consumers. As a result of tracking global trends and continuous investment in quality and development, new products are emerging. In 1966, following the integration of the Soko Bakery and the Chocolate and Candy Factory Nada Štark, a Factory of Biscuits, chocolates, and Candies SokoNada Štark emerged, the forerunner of today's modern factory. In 2001, ownership transformation gave rise to a joint-stock company for the production of confectionery products Soko-Nada Štark, Belgrade, with the abbreviated name AD Štark. In 2005, by public takeover, Grand Kafa, the leading coffee manufacturer and distributor in the region, became the majority owner of AD Štark (with around 94%). By merging Grand Kafa and Droga Kolinska, as the finale of the agreement on strategic integration of these companies, Soko Štark became a member of Droga Kolinska Group. Within this Group, Soko Štark operates as a Business Unit Sweet and Salty. The essence of this organization is division into product programs, sales areas, and local administrations, In order to analyze the profitability of confectionery industry companies, the most frequently used indicators of company profitability in the period 2013-2016 will be calculated, i.e. return on sales -ROS, return on assets -ROA, and return on equity -ROE. Return on sales is obtained as the ratio of net profit and operating revenue. Return on assets is calculated as the ratio between operating profit and average total assets of the company. Return on equity is calculated as the ratio between net profit and average company equity in the observed year. The dynamics of profitability indicators will be monitored using base and chain indices. 
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Graph 9. Return on equity dynamics (ROE)
Source: Authors, based on SBRA data, 2017
Comment 9: Table 15 and Graph 9 show that return on equity increased by 336. Table 17 and Graph 11 give a comparative overview of profitability indicators in 2014. Bambi a.d. Požarevac had the highest return on sales, the highest return on assets, and the highest return on equity. Soko Štark had the lowest return on sales, and Swisslion had the lowest return on assets and return on equity. 
Conclusion
Based on the conducted research, it can be concluded that profitability of renowned food industry companies in the Republic of Serbia has significantly varied in the last four-year period.
In In general, it can be concluded that, based on return on sales and return on total business assets, the most profitable company was Bambi a. Belgrade. Bearing in mind the results obtained, it can be concluded that the starting hypothesis cannot be accepted, because food industry companies of the Republic of Serbia did not record profitability growth in the last four-year period. The research limitation is reflected above all in the number of analyzed food industry companies. In the future, the research sample should be increased and consideration should be given to overcoming the unsatisfactory profitability trend of the observed companies.
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